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Brazil's landless movement (Movimento dos Sem-Terra, MST) staged a national march from several
cities around the country, arriving in the capital of Brasilia on April 17. The rally marked the largest
anti-government protest during President Fernando Henrique Cardoso's two years in office, and
it demonstrated growing support for land reform in Brazil. Although the march was peaceful, the
country was stunned two days later when five youth set fire to a leader of the Pataxo indigenous
group, who was in Brasilia for the march. The following week, an MST leader was assassinated in
the state of Alagoas.
The MST, which began 17 years ago and organized nationally in 1985, has won the support of
approximately 85% of the population of Brasilia, according to a poll by the public opinion firm
Instituto Soma. The poll indicated that the government has basically lost the battle for public
support on the land issue. Of those interviewed, 68% criticized the government response to the
agrarian-reform issue. With 500,000 member families, the MST is one of Latin America's largest
and most active grassroots organizations. It's support is now almost equal to Cardoso's, which may
enable it to force the government to make concessions to change Brazil's vast land and income
inequities and perhaps roll back impunity regarding human rights abuses.
Participants in the two-month-long National March for Land Reform, Jobs, and Justice arrived in
Brasilia on the first anniversary of the massacre of 19 campesinos by the police in the state of Para,
one of the areas most affected by rural violence (see NotiSur, 04/26/96). Although 155 police were
charged in that case, none has yet been tried, and Cardoso has estimated that the trials could be
delayed until the year 2000, given the slowness of the Brazilian judicial system. The ranks of the
2,000 landless campesinos, who converged in Brasilia after marching more than 1,000 km, swelled to
about 25,000 as union workers, politicians, and church workers joined the peaceful demonstration in
front of government offices.

MST demands changes in rural policies
The MST is calling for land for a total of 500,000 families. They say that just in the settlements where
they are occupying land throughout Brazil, 42,000 families are living in shacks and tents some of
them for years in the hope of a piece of land. Minister of Agrarian Reform Raul Jungmann has
proposed broadening the government agrarian-reform program, which has set a goal of giving
280,000 families plots of land during Cardoso's four-year term. In return, Cardoso wants the MST to
stop occupying land and government offices. The MST says, however, that the real issue is not the
number of people to be settled, but the need for a broad policy for the rural sector. The government
proposal "is not up for discussion," said Jose Rainha Junior, a national MST coordinator, "because
those who ask for a truce are admitting their own weakness."
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Cardoso calls the protests against his policies unfair. In the past two years, his government has
expropriated 8.75 million acres from large estates, under provisions of Brazil's 1988 Constitution.
It bought the land often at inflated prices after the plots were designated "unproductive." Cardoso
claims he is moving faster on land reform than any of his predecessors. But MST leaders argue that,
even as the government expropriates more land, it has decreased credits to the new title holders,
thwarting their chances of subsisting on their farms. The MST says the government's foot-dragging
justifies the land occupations by its members.
The land-reform issue presents serious fiscal and political problems for Cardoso, who must deal
with Brazil's rural right-wing politicians who control nearly one-third of Congress. Cardoso recently
warned that the government cannot afford to speed up land reform unless Brazilians start paying
more taxes. While that is unlikely, during the past year Brazilians have become increasingly
supportive of those involved in the land struggle. The defining event was the Para massacre in April
1996. Since then, the demands of campesinos have intensified. About 50,000 families now occupy
private land up from 30,000 in 1995, according to Gilberto Portes, an MST leader.
And the MST vows to increase occupations this year, even as some large landowners have
reportedly been stockpiling arms and hiring private security forces. When Cardoso met with
representatives of the MST in Brasilia on April 18, they presented him with nine demands.
According to government spokesperson Sergio Amarl, the president agreed with many of the
petitions, but cited budget restrictions for an inability to increase to 500,000 the number of families
slated to receive land.
Cardoso proposed instead the creation of a mixed commission comprising government
representatives and members of civic organizations to evaluate the MST proposals, study their fiscal
and legal viability, and draw up bills to present to the legislature. Although the president called
the meeting "beneficial, open, and democratic," he also said the continuing land occupations were
"undemocratic."
MST representatives also visited Congress and called on legislators to pass laws to speed up
agrarian reform and establish stiff penalties for those who commit acts of violence against
campesinos. Attacks against campesinos and Indians grow According to the Catholic Church's
Comissao Pastoral da Terra (CPT), in a document prepared for the general assembly of the Brazilian
National Bishops' Conference (CNBB), 979 campesinos including 56 women have been assassinated
in the 12 years since Brazil returned to civilian rule. Most of those assassinated were agrarian leaders
or members of farm workers' unions (see NotiSur, 08/02/96). Less than 30 cases have gone to trial
and only 10 have resulted in convictions. T
he problem of violence once again was on the front pages when, on April 20, police found the
charred remains of 44-year-old Galdino Jesus dos Santos, a leader of Brazil's Pataxo indigenous
group, who was beaten and torched in Brasilia after participating in the land-rights march and in
National Indigenous Day. "We were just playing around," said one of the five youth arrested for the
murder only hours after it was discovered. "We thought he was just a bum." The five are all from
prominent families one the son of a federal judge, another the son of an army colonel. The young
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men said they were driving around when they saw dos Santos sleeping at the bus stop. They doused
him with a flammable liquid, set him on fire, and fled.
On April 26, Brazilian police filed manslaughter charges against the five men. Dos Santos was the
third-ranking leader of the Pataxo indigenous group that lives in the southern part of the state of
Bahia and is fighting to recover its land, which has been invaded by large landowners. In the past
two years, 233 cases of violence against indigenous Brazilians have been reported, up 145% from the
previous report, according to the national indigenous organization FUNAI. In 1995, 25 indigenous
were murdered and no one has been convicted in any of the cases. On April 28, just a week after
dos Santos was murdered, Jauri Ciron, 29, an MST leader in the northeastern state of Alagoas, was
seized by four men. Ciron's body was later found riddled with bullets near the Flor do Mundau
settlement where he lived, 600 km northeast of Rio de Janeiro. (Sources: Los Angeles Times,
04/17/97; Miami Herald, 04/14/97, 04/18/97; United Press International, 04/17/97, 04/21/97; Inter Press
Service, 04/17/97, 04/20/97, 04/21/97; Agence France-Presse, 04/17/97, 04/18/97, 04/21/97, 04/22/97;
Reuter, 04/17/97, 04/24/97; Spanish news service EFE, 04/17/97, 04/21/97, 04/26/97; Associated Press,
04/17/97, 04/28/97)
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